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In drawing lessons from the Cuban experience one should generalize 

with caution. The Cuban case » like all cases, was unique. Developments 

were influenced by a number of pecullarities not apt to reappear in the 

next crisis. Thus,’ the problem of controlling the development of events, 

for example, was in some respects simpler here than can be expected as a 

rule. A lot of operational inforration was quickly at hand to us but not 

to the Soviets » the focal military actions had few effects outside the in- 

mediate area which was dominated by U. 5. power, and escalation barely 


SOME LESSONS FROM CUBA 


Two limits of the observations to follow deserve notice. First, 
they cover only a portion of the lessons learned » being concerned 
mostly with political-military aspects at the national level. Lessons of 
importance for policy makers and bearing on the integrated use of national 
power are sought here. Many other lessons of a different sort no doubt 
are there to be learned, Second, the data on “hich the material below is 
based have some gaps. Some of the more closely held material may bear 
other lessons or have impact on these, 


Δ. Soviet Objectives 


It seems likely that the Soviet decision makers agreed on putting 
missile and bomber bases in Cube without agreeing completely on the 
objectives for doing so. The list below includes some Plausible, con- 
Sistent, objectives: 


a. To display to the world, and especially to our allies, that 
the US is too indecisive or too terrified of war to respond effectively 
to major Soviet Provocation, even when bossessing great local superiority 
backed by nuclear superiority. US acceptance of Soviet action in Cuba 
would then set the stage for action on Berlin and would weaken US alliances. 


ce. To contrast an expanding USSR with a receding US: 
(1) by breaking through the ring of US bases around the USSR. 
(2) by suddenly creating a base posture more nearly 


symmetric to that ofthe US, 
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(3) and by seeming to make up deficiencies in inter- 
continental nuclear capability. 


ἃ. In the Course of making a forward step toward Berlin to 


aisecovny empirically in a less explosive arena the Us determination to 
fight. 


ΒΘ. To deter a us invasion of Cuba~-or, at least, to use this 
argument with Castro, 


f. As 8 fali back Position, in the face of a strong US reaction, 
te enter into 8 negotiation on Soviet bases in Cute vs. US bases abroad, 


Finally, it’ seems unlikely thas the Soviets would have undertaken 
this Cuban excursion without thinking there WAS enough of 8 chance of 
oniy a feeble Ug reaction, Scmething for us to reflect on is what in our 
behavior over the Past year led them to think they coulg get away with 

Ὁ or would not be badly hurt by trying, 


2. Renewed Credibility of Soviet Expansionism 


In the last fey years, the West has tended t. fear Soviet expansion 
less and less, In Cuba, the Soviets made their firs: long distance leap 
into "third areas,” first Politically, then in cenereate military power, 
Moreover, bhis deployment thrsatened the main nuclear force of NATO, Now 
not only their Premier travels across oceans but 8150 their missiles, 

They deployed forces to threaten the Atlantic deterrent, &.major military 
move to signal a dramatic shift in the "relationship of forces" on a 


3. US Nuclear Threshold 
eee treshold 


face such risks of escalation by the Soviet Union as these actions might bring. 
The Soviets, our Allies, other nations, and we curselves have seen that nuclear 
retaliation by the [5 requires more serious Prevocation that the Sudden ap- 
pearance of a nuclear base 90 miles from our shores, 


τ. Hew Far the Nuclear Writ Buns 
a SS US 


Our nuclear strength was a ecntinuous restraint on the Russians against 
& nuclear attack or, Perhaps, a markedly broadened nor-nuclear operation. 
However, over-all, and especially local, us nuclear Superiority did not 
deter the Soviets from military and nuclear intrusion into Cuba. 
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9. How Far the Non-nuelear Writ Runs 
ae anue ear Writ Runs 


Nor were the Soviets put off by the immenre US superiority in 
non-nuclear strength usable locally. At the σαῦροι, the Soviets clearly 
lacked conviction that the US was determined to use force on this issue, 
Once we decided te use force, hewever, we faced the Soviets with an 
impossible military problem locally, Moreover, they coula not be certain 
how far a local conflict would escalate, and they know it to be generally 
true that any direct US-USSR conflict would be carried out against the 
background of a possible nuclear war, Demonstrated US willingness to 
begin non-nuclear combat action against a nuclear-armed Opponent surely 
made evident to the. Soviets that the US was willing to take risks of 
nuclear consequences. 


6. Soviet Advance ana Withdrawal 
aaa erense and Withdrawal 


The Soviets undertook a limited-objective, limited-means operation. 
By deploying nuclear strike forces, they used bold means to widen the 
struggle with the US, but they took care not to. let widespread shooting 
start (they did shoot down a U-2). In meking the confrontation military 
and injecting the nuclear element, they evidently did not credit an 
immediate US nuclear Teply. When crposed with the certainty that we would 
use non-nuclear force they backed eff, probably because (8) in non-nuclear 
combat in the area of Cuta, defeat was cartain; (b) there was a high risk 
Of escalation into nuclear war if conflict were extended to areas where 
the local balance οἱ forces was favorable to them. 


It is possible that some Soviet actions were Tesponses to signals 
that we did not intend to send. One example might be the straying of the 
U-2 over Russia, and another the apnarent interpretation by 2 Soviet ship 
captain of night Photography with a flash Cartridge as an attack on him. 
On the other Nand, cone Signal that was intended to be heard loud and 
clear was sent by the President on September 4th and repeated on 
September 13th: the warning that we wouldn't tolerate bombardment 
vehicles in Cuba. This Signal was met initially by an elaborate attempt 
at decertion probably accompanies by a belief that faced with a fait 
ΒΦ ΕΙΣ we would back down. 


On withdrawal, the timing of their d=cision gives us protably our 
best clue. Tt did not come on the heels of the Fresident 's speech, with 
its mention of "full retaliatory response upon the Soviet Union,” ana 
the immediate SAC elert which followed. τῇ came instead when non- 
shooting coercion had already been applied, and when it must have seemed 
unmistakable that the US was on the point of using shooting force to enforce 
the quarantine and probably either to destroy Soviet systems in Cuba or to 

“invade the island. ΤῈ is probable that the most impressive thing was 


The Soviets Saw they were Boing to face conflict in Cuba end lose. 
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7. Our Views of Soviet Advance and Retreat 


The crisis highlighted some contrasting American views of likely 
Russian calculations. On one view of the Kremlin, when the Russians 
advence and then withdra’’, one faction in the Kremlin pressed the advance 
and another led the retreat. An alternative interpretation regards 
decisions on advance, an¢ retreat in the event the advance Le unsnecess- 
ful, as mutually consistent policy. There 15 undoubtedly disagreement 
in the Kremlin, but it is not necessary to assume that Khrushchev 18 
in either an "advance" faction or a "retreat™ faction. ᾿ 


Divergent views on how the Soviets calculate in withdrawal, par- 
ticularly, led to contrasting US policy recommendations as to concession, 
standstill, or pursuit of the Russians in retreat. 


According to the first view of the Kremlin in retreat ; 85 the 
magnitude of the withdrawal increases, so does the psychological cost of 
the act--until the readiness to retreat Gives out. Hence we must be 
careful not to ask for too much, or we must soften deprivations with 
indulgences (for example » the "pledge" not to invade » commendations of 
the other side, Lipprann's proposal to trade Turkish bases) if we want to 
have the opponent retreat at all, 


In the other conception Soviet leaders view it as impermissible 
to concede an iota more thar. the situation "forces" them to do, it is 
also obligatory to engage in whatever degree of withdrawal is required 
to prevent even worse damage or annihilation. The graver the penalty we 
impose on them for not withdrawing, and the more certain ve make it 
appear the penalty will actually be applied, the more Probable becomes 
their compliance and in fact the easier we make it for then to withdraw. 


Clearly, a wide variance in Policy recommendations resulted. 
8. Nuclear Risks 


While Khrushchev coulda know that he was not going to use nuclear 
weapons and that he would lose in Cuba, the US Government was obliged to 
take into account other possible outcomes. The possibility of nuclear 
war drew therefore a share of attention proportionate perhaps to its 
gravity but greater than was warranted by its likelihood, given the 
assumption that Soviet Policy conforms to Soviet interests and known 
strategy. Concern with remote nuclear possibilities not only prompted 
consideration of some highly improvident courses of action but also 
counseled hesitation on Pursuing our interest on immediate inspection 
and on withdrawal of IL-28's. 


Ἂς 


Certainly our public statements exaggerated the risks of nuclear 
war. We could get our way without initiating the use of nuclear 
weapons. This burden was entirely on Khruschev. And for him such a 
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decision would be suicidal. Our Public stance should have de-emphasized 
the nuclear risks to the extent possible (even if we weren't entirely sure). 


9. Analogies with Berlin 


lerlin, like Cuba, provides & testing point for the East-West con- 
frontation. Ty neither case is the immediate Prize of the first importance 
for its own sake, but the stakes riding on the local outcome, in both 
cases, but especially in Berlin, are Breat, 


Tactically, the same Principles which underlie the preferred sequence 
of military actions in a Berlin conflict were applied in the Cul 
Operation. Phases I and IT were executed and Phase III lay dust ahead at 


i We then began an integrated, ascending Program of Political, economic, 
: keround of 


Berlin, like Cuba, is an island Surrounded by su 
forces. But Soviet non- i 


nucl 
minute Ὁ Comparison with us and NATO strength in Central Europe. We 


(Moreover, 


territory 
Surrounding Berlin ds politically explosive. ) Neither side should 


In Cuba, the Soviets had no great interests at stake, but we do 


in Berlin. o de short, in Cuba we have dominance; in Berlin the Soviets 
do not. 


10. The Role of Intelligence 
anit tt icerce 


We had timely, reliable intelligence data, and it helped immensely. 
Soviet Performance wag Probably hampered by a paucity and slowness of 
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ll. Reconnaissance and Stabilit 
———e 85 Stability 


In the last few years , it has been common for peacetime surveillance 
to be called Provocative. The Cuban experience has abruptly changed 
the world's image of outside Surveillance. Reconnaissance and inspection 
are widely viewed today as major tools toward Preventing violence, Our 
recomnaissance aided control and stability. For a time the us should be 
able to conduct » &nd urge others to conduct, fuller reconnaissance of 
more areas. Aerial reconnaissance of China, for example, is less likely 
to meet with widespread opposition if the matter were to become public ; 
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control over the Cuban operation was effected by many unique 
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features. Developing swiftly, and initially in deep secrecy, with US ῳ 
forces vastly overmatching those of the Soviet, the Cuban problen s 4 
Permitted continuous, intense » central control. Before military moves vo " 
had much more than begun, Washington and Moscow were exc’ snging notes. 5 


The: military actions provided time for communications, had delimited 

scope and well-defined terminal points » and the method of exchanging 

notes provided time for thought and evaluation. (This Suggests that the 
purple telephone, between President and Premier, might not be an unmixed 
blessing.) All this made the control problem Simpler, as did the exception~ 
ally good intelligence and operational information available. But it 

still was not easy, even with centralized control, for decisions to be 

made and translated into action at the pace required to keep the US in 
control of the situation. 


in most military operations of a large scale, it will ordinarily be 
necessary and more efficient to decentralize control over execution to 


operations are involved. But the Cuban operation Points up some dirfi- 
culties that delegation would bring. Even where the interconnection of political 
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and military information can be quickly accessible in the field. Even where 
workable packages of delegated control have been arranged, accidental or unfore- 
seeable events may interrupt the process. It is often useful to désign 
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operations so that control can be transferred, new instructions issued, 
and communications with Opponents occur, In all such Operations there 


be decided above, at, and below the executive agent. Delegation is also 
less easy to manage where Allies are intimately involved, and especially 
their military forces, The desirability of Allied egreement that the 
US President mst in. serious crises act as Commaudler-in-Chief for the 
Alliance as a whole has become still more evident. 


13. Allied Reactions 


The NATO Allies were remarkably willing for the US to manage the 
Cuban operations, with fewer complaints about οὐχ putting them into 
Jeopardy than seemed likely before the event, This was true despite 
rather than beceuse of our consultation which was little and late. The 
relatively favorable; NATO reactions stezmed mostly from the attitude 
that this was an American show, despite the fact that their interests 
were very much at stake and that they might heve become directly 
involved at any time. Fortunately, the US had become, through continuing 
contacts and discussions in NATO, reasonably well equipped to judge the 
acceptability to its Allies of verious courses of ection, This was 
essential, for we needed one » and only one, hand on the valve to apply 
increasing pressures with the least risk of unwanted escalation. 


The Latin American attitude was determined by shock at the Soviet 
move, fear of what might follow, the deflation of Castro's pretensions ’ 
and respect for the vigorous action by the US, This attitude is 
unlikely to persist in full Strength, but Perhaps it will last long 
enough to help bring about change in Cuba, Moreover, there is no reason 
to believe that a high degree of unity cannot be éenerated in similar 
situations in the future, ᾿ 


ik, Politico-Military inseparability 


The military and: the political aspects of every acticn of both 
sides were closely interwoven: at the outset, our assessment of Soviet 
objectives, our reconnaissence activities, expected Soviet reactions, 
and timing of our moves. As the political situation developed through 
OAS action, initial UN discussions, and first Soviet reactions, it was 
considered politically desirable to make detailed changes in such military 
matters as rules of engagement, instructions for conduct of the search, 
“and even the selection of which @pproaching vessels to handle first. The 
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Planning of possible strikes or assaults was subject to many specific 
political reatrictions, owing to expected effects on the Cuban people, 
the Castro government, the OAS, NATO 6evernments and Dopulations, and 
US public opinion, 


Thus, at no stage in the operation as executed or foreseen did the 
problem ever seem wholly political or wholly military, Advisors and 
decision-makers at the seat of government, whether diplomats, military 
men, or political officials, at every stege found it essential to take 
into account factors which might ordinarily seem beyond their individual 
spheres of cognizdnce, I+ wes not possible to predict at what point 
& political detail would require change in minor military details normally 
left to be decided in the field; similerly, military detail at unexpected 
times necessarily altered political decisions and actions, large and 
small. In the basic policy decisions at high levels, there was complete 
interdependence of military and political factors, The selection of the 
objective was a combined problem. Only out of the interplay of military 
capabilities and limitations with the political elements of the setting 
could courses of action be set up and choices made, 


15. Alliance Indi visibility 


The defense of the Alliance is not Geogrephically divisible. 
Although the Caribbean 15 outside the NATO area, Soviet action there 


that Berlin repercussicns might follow US actions over Cuba. The Soviet 
attempt to connect their bases in Cuba with NATO bases in Turkey under-~ 


16. inspection and the United Nations 


The crisis hes prompted the spontaneous emergence of ad hoc arms 
control proposals from many sources. Both internal and external pressures 
have developed for their hasty implementation unsupported by prior 
analysis and Planning. These pressures contrast strikingly with the 


responsive device to verify Soviet performance of an agreement. Even 
when we push an exceptionally strong case with insistent force, the 


. results are inadequate. The neutral powers are eager to avoid enmity 
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and damaging responses from Great powers, The UN Secretariat is not in 

& position to act against member nations without their concent and in any 
case lacks the technical capacity to incpeet, Perhaps the latter detect 
can be corrected. 


17. Secrecy in Planning 


It has been shown possible to conduct over a period of at least a 
week an intensive analytic and planning activity at a high level without 
having its nature revealed in the press. Furthermore, judging from the 
apparent confusion produced in Moscow by the President's speech of 22 Oct- 
oker, it would appear that Soviet intelligence was surprised. In the 
climactic stages of the planning, many people and many widely separated 
locations were involved, yet security still remained very tight. The 
effect of this was to deny to the Soviets much opportunity for political 
pre-emption, ty. announcing commitments or conditions prior to tie 
President's speech. Such actions by the Soviets, putting us in the 
Position of reacting rather than initiating, could have restricted US 
freedom of action and substantially changed the effect produced on 
Allied governments end public opinion. Several conditions offered 
unique opportunity for avoiding press attention over the first five 
or six days. That the problem itself was unknown to the public was 
foremost. The Special system for handling key intelligence information 
helped greatly. Ferhaps third was the fect that the problem quickly 
became an Operational one involving the risk of American casualties; 
Deople were therefore much more conscious of security than normally, 

It would be imprudent to conclude frem the Cuban experience, fortified 
85 our security was ty luck, that this degree of secrecy is routinely 
attainable. It should be noted that security deteriorated rapidly 
when the problem Passed into the stages of finally closing the deal; 
here the press was less restrained. 


However, Secrecy was achieved at a cost in effectiveness. Severe 
restrictions were applied to the dissemination and availability of 
sensitive information. The result was some reduction in coordination, 
in governmertal capacity for analysis of events and trends, and in the 
possibilities of intelligent initiatives, 


18. The Importance of Communications and Information 
—_—e—ee— eee rons and Information 


It is important that information of importance to national decisions 
move with great speed to the locations where these decisions are made, 
Part of the problem is mechanical. Effective execution of much political 
Planning on Cuba was hampered by imperfections in the comminications” 
system. Major improvements in communication, especially for the State 
Department, are Clearly called for. But there is also need for discrin- 
ination. Sending ἔσο much information to the top slows not speeds the 
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Process, And Operating levels need to know what Policy levels are 
concerned about, This need conflicts with the need for secrecy, 


significant as the fact that it was certainly Possible. The handling of 
factual data in Washington is Susceptible of mich improvement, Pperticularly 
at the boundary. whera diplomatic and military data intersect. Inrrovements 
here could prevent future troubles 9 Possibly serious ones, 


19. Prior Analysis of Contingencies 


Each of the high-level decisions during the Cuban Operation involved 
@ choice among alternatives, but more Searching contingency Dlenning 
beforehand would have permitted more informed, thorough comparison, 
Actions to cause removal of offensive weepons from Cuba have effects 
upon the tenure ‘of Castro, the orientation of the Cuban People, and the 
general question of how far we can 80 tovard aiding resistance in 
Communist satellites, for exemple, ag well os upon mere direct and 
crucial issues of US-Soviet Power confrontetion, These snd other relation- 
ships were noted during the recent decision-making Processes, but in the 
heat of immediate Problems they were Oiten treated enxiously not 
analytically, without benefit of as balanced ang searching an examination 
as prior planning would permit, 


20. Overseas Bases 
EES EASES 


Judging by the repercussions in the Communist world, the Soviet 
setback in Cuba was more than Β local one, And not because of the 
immoxteance cf the hase in Cuba. Retreat in Guns suggests retreat closer 
to home. The lesson for us showld be clear. No matter how valueless an 
overseas base, the time to Give it up is Esfore or wall atter a erisis.. 
not during it--if we want te have allies believing that essoclation with 
us is to their interest. With fey exceptions, however, ridding ourselves 
of bases should not te a CCnsuming concern: ae we increase the emvhasis 
On wOn-nuclear forces to meet the more likely contingencies abroad, 
Overseas bases will become more, not less, immortenk, 


21. Power at Sea 
Same Bt pea 


The ease with which the US was able te apply its will on the high 
seas, little hampered by progpects of lozal enemy action, shows vividly 
how immense is our superlority at sea, While this ig especially so in 
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the Carvhhean ubepe our gyal Power {8 supplemen ed by thore-baced alr 
Power, everguhere, excesl in waters Bubgect to Soviet -bnendg &ir control, 
cur naval supertorthy ts very Fronounced indeed. Gulu in Particular 

is a hostage tr the tig Navy. US manipulation cf a few among the Great 
many avatighi~ sor-nislear naval moves, in corcert with a carefully 
managed program of pelitical moves, forced the Soviers into & reactive 
bosition. Our power gr rea, Visthly cupable of destroying enemy sea 
torees but used ininead ta epply pol itical«military kressures, permitted 
us $9 retain the 5.1} harive ang “a suceced, 


OF. The Morgl ΒΡ. πριν," 

Et can be argued tna: the ug broke the strice baud of part legal 
trevations in inveking the quarantine, or would kee been in such 
δ. pesit.icn bed the OAS nos ra.ified the Osteber F3d Resolution, but the 
World quickly revcentzed thet 4+ was acting with arean restraint to 
defend an important rational and regional interes: in fhe face of 
blatan: ΤΌΝ τ} fon, Thre increased the ΕΥΥ ΦΉΙΣ af public support, 
More imurtant ly, the actien ds not likely to leave tad after-effacts 
when there is time fdr rerlecticn and disaussicr ates its’ morality. 

A similar rescenition abroad Similarly expended she tae Of the whole- 
hearted suprert. whictl Allied g-vernmorts gare, 
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